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Suwalski, 2
learned. I will discuss the research supporting the above arguments as well as those
studies that suggest opposing views. I will then conclude with the impact research on
children and television has placed upon society. In the 1980s, researchers argued that
television was effecting children's education. For example, Neil Postman (1985) argued
that television was threatening traditional education and that television's entertainment
value needed to be kept separate from education. Second, researchers placed the focus of
their research on children, instead of the products marketed to children. Third,
researchers argued that family and parents were not present anymore while a child
watched television. I will discuss the many arguments of the researchers, specifically
television's affects on reading capabilities, imagination, and cognitive abilities and how
the research supports the arguments of the decade. I will also examine research that did
not support those arguments. In the 1990s, researchers argued that television affected
children's health. Second, researchers argued that parents had a reduced role in a child's
television viewing experience. Third, researchers argued that children were not provided
with positive learning environments on television. I will discuss supporting research on
each topic, and also studies that suggested contradicting views. I then will comment on
the overall changes in society from 1970 until 2000 in relation to television and the study
of children, and the opportunities for further research and analysis of the subject.
Rationale and Limitations of the Review
This review focused on television's influences on children in the period from
1970 to 2000. This review is important because of the explanations it presents for the
arguments made by numerous researchers about the effects of television on society, and
how the influence changed society from 1970 to 2000. A valuable aspect of this review
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was that if television was considered a medium that changes, and was continually refined,
why did only certain issues catch the attention of researchers?

Often, in each separate

decade, similar types of influences of television on children arose and were repeatedly
studied by the researchers.

In the 1990s, researchers studied the effect of sitting in front

of a television without much activity; however, in the 1970s children also sat in front of
the televisions, but their environment was different. In the 1970s, children watched
television under parental supervision. Researchers focused their attention upon the
contents of viewing material available to children and overlooked the lack of activity
television viewing caused. It was the changes in the television viewing environment, the
location of the television, and occupants in the room, that were highlighted in my review
as television and children watching continue to be studied. This is important because the
television environment itself was not given much notice independently by researchers.
This environment also explained and demonstrated a reflection of television and the place
it fit within society.
I chose to limit this study in two ways. First, I chose to limit the time period of the
study because the period from 1970 to 2000 saw many changes in the television viewing
environment and invited many researchers to lend a voice to the dangers imposed by
television. For example, in 1970, 35% of homes in the United States owned more than
one television (Nielsen Media Research, 1998 cited Rideout et al., 1999), while in 1999,
88% of homes in the United States owned more than one television. In the 1980s Neil
Postman (1985) expressed concerns of the dangers of the medium's influence on children
and childhood, making it an important decade to examine. Society began to analyze the
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impact of this medium on its most vulnerable members, its children, as it tried to
understand its influences.
I examined the five fields of communication, sociology, marketing, healthcare,
and education to limit the scope of the project. I chose these particular fields because
they emerged the most often in my research of the 1970s to 1990s. In the research I found
the above five fields were an accurate representation of the research. Time was the other
main constraint on the project. The area of children and television is a vastly researched
area and my exploration of the topic was limited due to the reduced amount of time I had
to examine the research.
The 1970s
In the 1970s, studies of television and research centered around three main
issues. First, researchers argued that television advertising influenced children. They
examined the influence of this medium, from the mouth of a favorite character, through
sweet cereal, or even in the latest toy. Children and their vulnerability in relation to these
advertisements were highlighted as important and caught the researchers' attention.
Second, researchers argued that parents and the role of family were a crucial part of
children's experience of viewing television. Furthermore, researchers argued that
society's view of children and television's influence was that a child was a single part of
a family unit. In many cases, the child's reactions or responses were examined in the
context of family situations. Family or parents in particular, were called upon as the
solution to television's multifaceted complex issues. Researchers questioned the safety of
children watching this medium, at the same time believing that existence of family or
parental supervision was the solution. Researchers argued that television provided
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educational programs that influenced children and their behaviors. Researchers
questioned what television was teaching its young viewers and if the educational
programs were indeed a positive influence. It would only take a decade for these
viewpoints to shift and for society to begin to question more about the ever-changing
medium and its effect on the lives of children.
Researchers saw television in the 1970s as a vehicle for advertising, which led it
to the forefront of the topics studied in this era. The researchers examined the many
influences of television in the advertising category, from the effect of cereal commercials
on children's cereal preferences (Goldberg, Gorn & Gibson 1978), to parents responses to
marketing aimed at children (Burr & Burr, 1977). Each of these influences created a
picture of the advertising market portrayed on television in the 1970s. As children's
television viewing increased so did advertising directed towards them.
Many advertisements and campaigns studied in the 1970s concerned the effects of
advertising in the home and marketing directly to children. Several research studies
(Goldberg, Gorn & Gibson, 1978; Zuckerman, Zigler & Stevenson, 1978; Robertson &
Rossiter, 1977) pointed out the impact of the effects of marketing on children. Marvin
Goldberg, Gerald Gorn and Wendy Gibson (1978) focused their studies on the impact
television and advertisements had on the types of products children were likely to
consume. Goldberg, Gorn and Gibson discovered that the more a child viewed a
commercial for a sugary product, the more inclined he or she would be to want the
product, as opposed to a healthy substitute. In addition, the study claimed that a
commercial, healthy or otherwise, was judged by the young audience based on the quality
of the commercial. Thus, rather than seeing the nutritional value of a food advertised,
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sometimes children chose a particular food item because of the context of a commercial.
For example if the commercial was presented to children in a cartoon format, and quickly
paced, it was preferred to another commercial that had less cartoon animation and moved
slower. In most cases, the unhealthy snacks were advertised in the quick paced cartoon
manner, while healthy commercials took a slower, non cartoon approach. A separate
section of the study by Goldberg, Gom and Gibson (1978) involved showing children a
cartoon with a message about healthy eating embedded in the program. Children
responded to the program with better awareness and understanding of unhealthy foods,
and were more likely to arrive at a plausible solution to the problem of eating too many
"junk foods". This study on nutrition by Goldberg, Gom and Gibson began to illustrate
an important aspect of television's influence on children. They illustrated that what was
seen on television may have influenced the decision process children used. They found
that an advertisement presented in a familiar format, such as a segment of a cartoon
program, may have had greater influence marketing to children. These studies showed
that children were influenced by television, and further demonstrated that television was
becoming more that an object of entertainment in the home.
Another aspect of the research on the influence of commercials on children
examines children's influence on a parent's purchase of a particular product, toy, or type
of food. Thomas Robertson and John Rossiter (1977) found that the number of requests a
child made for a particular toy or game was directly impacted by the amount of television
viewed by a particular child. The more a child viewed television, the more he or she was
likely to request a toy or game that was advertised, especially during the Christmas
season. Furthermore, Robertson and Rossiter found that the age of the child in question
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had a great deal to do with the commercials' impact. They examined first, third, and fifth
graders and found that older children were less affected by the television commercials.
At the same time, they argued that first and third graders were more easily persuaded than
the fifth graders from the same test pool. Robertson and Rossiter (1977) suggested that
children's peers had a great deal of influence on the types of products a child requested
from their parents, and often counteracted the effect of a television commercial's powers
of suggestion.
Charles Atkin and Gary Heald (1977) found that many commercials advertising
products for children used familiar characters to sell the product such as other "pretty"
children, adults representing parents, or heroes. Atkin and Heald found that mothers and
heroes were represented more often in food commercials than toy advertisements.

In

many instances toy commercials focused on growing up and being powerful. According
to the study, 99% of the toy commercials involved active product use; however, some
commercials, like food commercials, only tended to show pictures or representations of
the product. Few toy advertisements truly explained a specified age for a toy in a
commercial, even if the toy package specifically displayed an age requirement.
Furthermore, it was discovered that the price was never mentioned in toy advertisements;
and, while generating, feelings of excitement for the toy, many commercials never asked
a child to request that their parents purchase the advertised product. This research
suggested the increasing appeal and influence television commercials had claimed. The
commercials shown on television clearly reached out to children through programming
that was specified for their particular enjoyment using icons and symbols that were
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familiar to them. This study supported the argument that televised advertisements
influenced children and were an important aspect of television studied during the decade.
Marvin Goldberg and Gerald Gom's (1978) study supported the argument that
television influenced children's requests for purchases. Their study focused on the
products that children requested from the adult in charge of family purchases, compared
to those products that children have seen advertised on television. Goldberg and Gom
asked children several questions about a toy portrayed as "popular" and "exciting" in a
television commercia1. Goldberg and Gom focused research on children's responses to
this new toy, and children's attempts to get their parents to purchase it. The study found
that after seeing a television commercial for a new toy, when given the choice to play
with the new toy or friends, only 36% choose to play with friends over the new toy.
Furthermore, Goldberg and Gom highlighted the fact that when children were asked if
they would feel upset if a parent refused their request for a new toy, many children, after
viewing the commercial, felt they would. The control group viewed a picture of a boy
and was told the boy in the picture did not receive the new toy. When asked if they
thought the boy was happy in the picture, specifically, two-thirds of the control group
thought, that the boy was happy, even though he did not receive the toy he wanted. A
separate group of children was shown a commercial for the new toy, and then shown the
same picture of the boy afterward, and also asked if the boy was happy in the picture. Of
this group of children, less that one-third thought that the boy was happy in the picture.
This research demonstrated how television commercials could affect the emotions and
actions of children. In comparison to the control group, the influence of televised
commercials on children's actions towards adults was affected dramatically.

When
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children in the control group were shown another picture and told that the father of the
little boy denied his son's request for the new toy, 60% felt that they would still play with
their father afterwards.

Of children that had seen the television commercial, only 39%

felt that they would still play with their father if they were denied a request for the new
toy. This research illustrated the importance of parents in counteracting the effects of
television, and the powerful role television had taken marketing to children. It supports
the argument that televised advertising had an influence upon children.
Goldberg and Gom (1978) also demonstrated that products sold on television
might even overpower a child's willingness to play with another child who was
considered "bad" because he owned the advertised toy. When children were asked if they
would rather play with a hypothetical "nice boy" who did not own the new toy or a
hypothetical "bad boy" who owned the toy, the majority of children chose the "bad boy"
with the toy after having viewed the television commercial. The control group, who had
not viewed the commercial, had a higher percentage of children choosing to play with the
"nice boy" who did not own the new toy. This study supported the argument that
televised commercials in the 1970s influenced children. In this case the influence was
great enough that it changed the decision a child made about other children.
A child's ability to remember what they had seen advertised was another factor
studied by researchers in the 1970s. Paul Zuckerman, Mark Ziglar and Harold Stevenson
(1978) asked children to remember what they could of television commercials after
viewing them in a controlled test environment. The results concluded that although some
commercials held a child's attention longer than others, overall as children became
familiar with specific commercials they remembered less and less of them. As children
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became familiar with commercials, they were also less likely to recall a specific
commercial or product being sold to them. This study emphasized televised advertising
in the home, and put a different light on the fear surrounding the advertising debate. It
supported the counter argument that television advertisements did not have a lasting
impact on children. This argument is important because it demonstrated that although
many researchers found television influential, there were some arguments made in favor
of televised advertising.

If a child did not recall a great deal of any particular

commercial, was it worth the time to investigate the damage and affect of these
commercials on our youth? Zuckerman, Zigler and Stevenson's study questioned the
popular belief that televised advertising was influential, and it challenged the general
arguments of the time.
Researchers in the 1970s became aware of the effect of parents and family on the
viewing environment. Some researchers argued that parents were critical to the television
environment (Goldberg, Gom & Gibson, 1978; Burr & Burr, 1977; Leifer, Gordon &
Graves, 1974). Parents, argued by researchers to be involved in television viewing, were
seen as a solution to the influences of television and as the barrier protecting society's
vulnerable children.
Goldberg and Gom (1978) highlighted the importance placed upon the role of
parents and family in the television viewing process in the study they conducted in the
1970s. Goldberg and Gom discussed particular products' advertisements and their effects
on children. They stressed the many functions and the different impacts of parental
influence on children. Children were asked if they preferred a tennis ball to the
advertised toy after being told by a researcher their mother preferred the tennis ball to the
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new toy. 79 % of the control group, the group that did not view the commercial, chose to
accept the perceived judgment of their mother and changed their opinion to prefer the
tennis ball. However, for another group of children having viewed the commercial for the
new toy only once, only 54% favored their mother's judgment. The 54% was reduced
further to 41 % after children viewed the commercial twice. Goldberg and Gom clearly
highlighted the influence that television had on children in their study. They also showed
that television was beginning to take the place that parental influence once carried in the
decision making process. This study supported the argument that television was gaining
influence in the eyes of children.
Another facet of parent involvement was the chain reaction that occurred when a
child saw a product or products they wanted on television. Shortly after a child viewed a
particular product on television, the natural process was to ask for it from a person that
was likely to have the money to purchase it. Children then tended to demand the
particular product or products from a parent, or parents (Burr & Burr, 1977). Pat Burr
and Richard Burr (1977), asked parents to complete questionnaires about their behaviors
when purchasing products for their children. Parents were also asked to comment about
the marketing used to sell products to their children. Responses to the various demands
of children came in many different forms, and the parents involved in this study had a
priority ranking system as to which appeals carried the most weight, and influenced a
purchasing decision the most. Parents in this study felt that the prize approach, where a
child requested a product for the special gift that was contained within it, usually had the
most influence on their purchasing decisions. However, parents also felt that the prizes
were being sold more than the actual product, causing children to ask for the product
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solely to receive a prize. For example, a cereal box that included a free action figure was
requested simply for the action figure and not for the cereal. This study supported the
argument that children were influenced by television and in tum were influencing their
parents to purchase particular products. This argument suggested that the relationship
between children and parents was tested and used by advertisers to reach the parents
through influencing children. This study is important because it showed how parents, the
end of the marketing chain, had the ability to speak to their children and change their
children's minds about products. Furthermore, Burr and Burr argued that children were
influenced and in tum would be capable of influencing their parents as well.
In a review of media, Aimee Leifer, Neal Gordon, and Sherryl Browne (1974)
found that parents helped children interpret television, and were one of the main assets in
the child's television environment, the place a child viewed television, in the 1970s. The
research explained how parents must have strove to understand how television could be
used for good and bad purposes depending upon the manner in which it was viewed. For
example, the study mentioned that television could be used for both entertainment and
socialization, as long as the parents assumed an active role in monitoring the viewing of
it. Leifer, Gordon and Browne further suggested that parents were in the best position to
comment on the programs their children were watching as children were watching them,
or even later on when children tried to imitate something they saw on television. Parents
had the best opportunity to distinguish the real world from the fantasy world of
television, to open their children's eyes to the truth in what they were seeing on screen.
This article invited consideration of another important idea: it suggested parents
could instruct their children in the evaluation of television and television programs
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overall (Leifer, Gordon & Browne, 1974). If children understood how to critically
evaluate television programs, these skills could create a greater understanding of what
was seen on the screen. This new knowledge would then give children a better
opportunity to analyze and understand the information they were viewing. This review of
media supported the active role of parental involvement in a child's television viewing
environment.

It also supported the possibility that parents could alter the way children

perceived the images presented to them, and were the critical link in the television
viewing environment.
In the 1970s, television viewing was thought of as a family time and caused
television's influence to be questioned. Families played an influential role in the
cognitive construction of a child, and in the child's future ability to make decisions
(Wackman, Wartella, & Ward, 1977). In 1975, an amendment to the Television Code was
adopted (Geller & Young, 1977). It stated that the first hour of prime time, as well as one
hour before that, must be dedicated to family programming in an attempt to define the
family viewing concept and in tum regulate this new venue (Geller & Young, 1977).
Debates about the family viewing concept that began to take place increased the
awareness of parents, and also illustrated the importance being placed upon the television
environment. They also highlighted the efforts that were being made to protect the
television environment (Geller & Young, 1977). Parents were being asked to step up and
get involved with their children's association with television.

Society began to realize the

value family generated and the influence, parents in particular, were creating in the
television arena. Regulatory boards began to publish suggested lists of guidelines for
parents to aid in their guidance of children in the television environment.

These actions

Suwalski, 14
supported the argument that parents were seen as the solution to the influences of
television on children.
The third argument posed by researchers in the 1970s was that television
provided educational programming that created positive influences for children and their
behavior. Two such programs that were examined in the 1970s were Mister Rogers
Neighborhood and Sesame Street. The question that was asked: "What is television
teaching my children?" Researchers in the 1970s had begun to answer the question in
different ways. One study examined children's actions within a group, after watching 15
minute segments of either Mister Rogers Neighborhood or Sesame Street (Coates, Pusser
& Goodman, 1976). The study found that Sesame Street increased the child's use of
positive reinforcement and punishment, described as giving positive or negative attention
and physical contact with other children in the class. Also social connections, described
as being physical and verbal connections between children or between children and
adults, were observed as increased between children in the class under observation in the
study (Coates, Pusser & Goodman, 1976). Mister Rogers Neighborhood was found to
increase the positive behaviors in children as well as social contacts with other children
(Coates, Pusser & Goodman, 1976). The impacts of children's educational television
programming on socialization and behaviors benefited society in the 1970s and were
positive influences on a child. This study supported the argument that television was
teaching children behaviors, and was more of a positive influence than a negative
influence.
In the 1970s, researchers had three prominent arguments. First, researchers made
the claim that television advertising influenced children (Goldberg, Gom & Gibson,
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1978; Zuckerman, Zigler, & Stevenson, 1978; Robertson & Rossier, 1977). The
vulnerability of children was emphasized and came to the attention of researchers.
Second, researchers argued that parents and the family were critical to children's
television viewing experience (Goldberg & Gorn, 1978; Burr & Burr, 1977). Many times
researchers found that children were part of a single family unit, and their responses were
examined as such. Finally, researchers argued that television provided "educational"
programming and influenced children and their behaviors (Coates, Pusser & Goodman,
1976).
The 1980s
During the 1980s, researchers had three prominent arguments. First, researchers
argued that television affected children's education. In the 1980s, television was seen in
two distinct educational roles. It was seen as an asset, because it created a learning
environment, but it was also seen as a threat to schools and traditional education. Neil
Postman (1985) brought the argument into focus with his claim that education and
television were rivals for a child's attention and he pit schools and education against
television.

Second, television was also examined as a much more influential medium

than during the previous decade. In the 1980s, the spotlight of the research slowly
became centered on children individually, instead of broadly examining a child's
television viewing environment, the place where a child views television, as a whole.
Third, parental involvement was examined for the reduced affect it held in regards to
television viewing. Parental involvement and family influence were not enough to
counter the influences presented by television, and soon began to disappear.

Suwalski, 16
In the 1980s, Neil Postman argued that children's education was suffering as a
result of the influences of television.

In an interview following a keynote speech he gave,

Postman responded to a question about schools becoming obsolete "if these kids are
learning history through rock, or television, or whatever, why do we have to pay all those
teachers and upkeep on that big building (Robinson, 1985, p.339)?" He continued in the
interview by saying "Why not let the media take over? If the schools go that route, in the
long run they'll disappear (p.339)." Both of these arguments seemed to be at the heart of
the research of the 1980s, education in the traditional sense versus television as a newer
aspect of education. Postman argued that if popular media, like television, was given the
chance to infiltrate education, society would be doomed to the consequences of
generations growing up without the critical skills necessary to interpret truth from
opinion and fact from fiction. Postman also commented that "school has to constantly
provide children what the rest of the culture is not providing them (p.339)." Postman saw
parents as key in helping the school to fight the battle against the overwhelming influence
of television. He felt that with parents' instructions to children, explaining that television
was little more than an entertainment form, education might be able to be preserved and
childhood along with it. Postman's point was truly remarkable in a decade where
researchers were shying away from parental influences on children viewing television.
Postman (1985) commented further on the ability of television to instruct and
teach various concepts, he stated "Nothing will be taught on television that cannot be
both visualized and placed in a theatrical context (p.148)." He commented on the
argument that television teaches, and he noted that society must consider all lessons
learned on television. Television, he believed, was a form of storytelling complete with
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pictures and dramatic music, no longer leaving room for the imagination to embellish the
story on its own. Postman also made the argument that "the content of the school
curriculum is being determined by the character of television, and even worse, that
character is apparently not included as part of what is studied (p.153)." It seems that
Postman wished to warn of the danger of allowing television to influence education. He
feared that soon there would no longer be a line separating the media from those who
would warn of its overuse, the educators and scholars bent on preserving the mind's
growth. In other words education would involve the television and television would
incorporate education, without regard to traditions.
Postman's argument about education was further supported by much of the
research during the 1980s. Many researchers studied the impact television was having on
a child's education in general and reading capabilities specifically (Beentjes & Van der
Voort, 1988; Anderson, Wilson & Fielding, 1988; Morgan, 1986). Other researchers felt
that television was affecting children's imagination and cognitive ability and studied the
impact of these two on education and schooling (Abel man, 1986; Singer & Singer, 1986).
Others focused on the impact of television on children's classroom behavior (Zuckerman,
Singer & Singer, 1980) and its importance to the viewing environment.
Johannes Beentjes and Tom Van der Voort (1988) examined many hypotheses in
an effort to explain the relationship between watching television and reading. This study
discussed the three main explanatory hypotheses attempting to describe television's effect
on children's reading. The three hypotheses discussed include the facilitation hypothesis,
the inhibition hypothesis and the no-effect hypothesis. The hypotheses varied in their
intended conclusions, ranging from being supportive of television, (the facilitation
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hypothesis) to viewing television as an obstruction to reading skills development, (the
inhibition hypothesis).

The facilitation hypothesis supported reading, suggesting the

advertising of books on television and the displaying movies that were based upon a book
encouraged people to read. The inhibition hypothesis, in contrast, argued that time
normally spent reading in leisure, or doing other after school activities was being
overtaken by television viewing, allowing fewer opportunities for reading practice. This
study's results supported the inhibition hypothesis although the findings were not
conclusive enough to prove the hypothesis as fact. It was determined that more research
was required in the area to establish a more concrete conclusion. Thus television, in the
primary stages of this research, was shown to cause changes in reading skills by taking
the place of after school activities that once promoted the learning of reading skills.
These conclusions support the argument made by Neil Postman that television has a
negative effect on education.
Richard Anderson, Paul Wilson, and Linda Fielding (1988) also examined the
impact television had on education, specifically pertaining to reading. They studied the
amount of time fifth grade students spent reading and the influences on children to read.
Their study also supported the argument that children and their reading capabilities were
affected by the amount of television they watched. Anderson, Wilson, and Fielding found
that a teacher had a significant impact on the amount of reading that children completed
in a given day. Teachers were seen as influential in several ways: by giving students
reading materials at the appropriate levels; using incentive programs; reading aloud; and
allowing time for reading during the school day. Watching television was found to have
a negative impact on reading ability, as opposed to other activities like eating dinner,
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which had a positive effect on reading overall. Doing nothing had a slightly more
negative impact on children's reading ability than watching television (Anderson, Wilson

& Fielding, 1988). These conclusions supported Postman's arguments that television
negatively influences children and children's education as well.
In one section of Michael Morgan's (1980) study, he discovered that heavy
viewers of television preferred reading content which paralleled the types of programs
that might be viewed on television. Furthermore, he found that light viewers tended to
prefer genres of reading material that did not necessarily reflect an association with
television (Morgan, 1980). His findings supported the idea that television viewing
impacted children. It stands to reason that although television may not keep individuals
from reading, it influences the type of material that people read for enjoyment, or in other
words redefines what individuals claim as entertaining. This conclusion demonstrated the
effect the medium of television had on the population, and supported the arguments that
Neil Postman (1985) made about television and education. Postman feared that children
were failing to be presented with information about the truth behind television and were
instead allowed to view television empty handed. This study supported this argument
because it demonstrated how much influence television had over the entertainment
industry, and if television influenced what people read for enjoyment, it might have also
begun to influence what people read for educational purposes as well.
In a study focused on high school children, Gary Gaddy (1986) argued that
television was a negative influence on children's education. High school students were
asked how much time they spent watching television every week. These students were
also given four multiple choice tests to measure achievement. These exams were
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comparable to shorter versions of the Scholastic Aptitude Tests. The study concluded that
achievement and television were negatively correlated. It also mentioned that although
the results for the influences of television were not "radically different" from other
activities, they were the only negative estimates compared with reading the newspaper,
doing homework, and reading for pleasure, among other things. The conclusions of
Gaddy's research supported previous research conclusions arguing that educational
achievement is negatively related to television viewing.
Michael Morgan (1980), in another section of his study, also examined the affect
television had on children's reading comprehension.

Specifically, his study highlighted

the impact of television on students' reading habits and discovered that reading
comprehension was negatively affected by television watching. However, Morgan
conceded that his findings on reading comprehension were not concrete enough to state
any direct links between television and a child's reading comprehension score. He
determined that this was due to the numerous variables present within the study.
Furthermore, Morgan argued that children classified as heavy viewers of television later
became children that read more, over the next two years the children were studied.
Morgan suggested the reasons for the increase in children's reading could have been
related to an individual's intellectual curiosity about the medium, and those that choose
not to watch television were simply not interested and not motivated. This positive
correlation between television and children countered the main argument of the decade
and was important in its representation of contradicting research. Morgan also found that
the viewers who changed the amount of time they spent reading, also changed the amount
of time they spent viewing television, depending on the group of children under study.
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His research contradicted the general argument that television negatively impacts
education.
In addition to the effect of television on reading, researchers also examined the
effect of television on a child's imagination.

Jerome Singer and Dorothy Singer (1986)

examined Sesame Street, Mister Rogers Neighborhood and nature programs, and found
Mister Rogers Neighborhood favored the development of children's imaginations.
Children were grouped in to two groups based on I.Q. levels. The groups were split at the
median creating a high I.Q. group and a low I.Q. group. All of the children were
randomly shown one of the three television programs. After the children had watched
one of the three programs for two weeks, a "condition blind" observer, a person who did
not know which child had viewed which program, evaluated the children. Overall, those
children that had viewed Mister Rogers Neighborhood were happier and more
imaginative. The Sesame Street and nature programs showed less noticeable results than
did Mister Rogers Neighborhood.

For example, children with lower I.Q.'s had a 70%

increase in positive emotions if they viewed Mister Rogers Neighborhood, while children
in the same group that viewed Sesame Street had a 50% increase, and children watching
the nature programs had a 40% increase. The positive emotions were perceived to be
beneficial to a child's ability to imagine. Singer and Singer argued that if children could
entertain themselves by using their imagination, they had a better chance of coping with
the outside world. They also argued that children would be more adequately prepared to
address the problems they might come across later in life if they had an active
imagination in their youth. Thus, this research concluded that Mister Rogers
Neighborhood was effective in enhancing a child's imagination, and "educational"
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television programming in some cases might be more beneficial than originally
anticipated.

This research contradicts the argument that television negatively impacts

children's education. These conclusions also counter the argument made by Neil
Postman (1985) that children's education was suffering because of the influence of
television upon traditional education.
Televised marketing is once again a topic of study in the 1980s, but studies' foci
became centered on the impact of advertising on children rather than specifically on the
products that were being sold. In a few cases, either drugs or alcohol were examined in
particular (Aitken et al, 1988; Rossiter & Robertson, 1980). In a study examining
advertising for medications or drugs, children were found to be only slightly influenced
by commercials they saw during adult programming (Rossiter & Robertson, 1980).
Furthermore, researchers argued that drug or medication advertising was less influential
then once perceived in this particular area. The study examining alcohol took a different
perspective.

P.P. Aitken et al. (1988) claimed that children age ten and above were very

much aware of television's advertisements for alcoholic beverages. 61% of children in
the study were able to identify four or more photographs of television commercials for
alcohol. Only 31% of children viewing alcoholic beverage commercials felt that the
commercials were boring, and under-age drinkers more easily recognized specific brands.
Overall, the researchers concluded that underage children paid more attention to alcoholic
beverage commercials then those in the target market. These studies suggested that
researchers were becoming concerned with the children, specifically in the case of the
alcohol commercials, under age children, and not merely the products marketed in the
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commercials.

These finding support the argument that children and not solely the

products became the focus of research in the 1980s.
Mark Miller (1988) commented on the influence of television in the advertising
world of the 1980s, "out on the walls and billboards, the ads were once overt and
recognizable, TV has resubmerged them, by overwhelming the mind that would perceive
them, making it only half aware (p.17)." He claimed that television had boxed society in
by removing "overt" symbols of advertising and instead incorporated them into television
where they could overwhelm the mind and pass by affecting the subconscious.

Miller's

arguments also supported the conviction that television was influencing society in an
increasing way and perhaps catching all unaware.
Thomas Donohue, Lucy Henke and William Donohue (1980) suggested that
children had the ability to examine and evaluate commercials. They also argued that
children understood that commercials were indeed trying to sell them a type of product.
On the other hand, this research challenged the argument that children were strongly
influenced by the commercials they saw on television. Most previous research assumed
children did not understand what was being asked of them during a televised commercial.
This research explained that this was not true, but instead argued that children understood
what was being sold to them.
Alice Lambo (1981) argued the opposite was true: children had a difficult time
understanding that sugary products, like cereal, would cause them personal harm through
problems like tooth decay. She interviewed children to determine if they understood that
certain products were bad for their health. One question she asked children was if they
understood that sugary products could cause tooth decay. She found that 79% of the
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children knew that sugar could lead to tooth decay, but only 14% could explain how this
might happen. Lambo's study supported previous research arguing that children were
influenced by advertisements, and did not understand that some products might cause
them personal harm. Children had clearly become the focus of the researchers in the
studies. Lambo first examined the children's understanding of commercials they were
viewing on television. Only as a secondary element did she examine the products
advertised, which suggested that children were becoming more important in research
studies.
Nancy Hopkins and Ann Mullis (1985) argued that television offered an easy
activity for parents to offer their children, with little planning required, clearly defining a
new role for parents during television viewing. No longer were parents required to be
present watching with their children, but instead they often were not in the same room as
children and television. Hopkins and Mullis questioned children three days a week about
which television programs they viewed the previous evening. Parents of the children
interviewed were given a questionnaire to fill out requesting the same information. They
found that parents watched l.2 hours of television per evening. A number Hopkins and
Mullis remarked that was below the global average. When they were asked what
activities they completed while watching television it was found that Fathers only gave
their complete attention to television 55% ofthe time they were viewing a program.
Mothers only gave their complete attention to television 36% of the time. Many time
parents were doing other activities like letter writing or domestic chores while watching
television, which suggested that they were not necessarily in the same room as the
television while the set was on. These conclusions supported the argument that parents
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were beginning to leave the television viewing environment while their children were
watching a program. In the 1970s, researchers (Goldberg& Gorn, 1978; Burr & Burr,
1977) argued that parents were in the same room as the child viewing a television
program. In the 1980s, society was faster paced and more hectic. Often both parents
worked and did not necessarily watch television programs with their children. In contrast
to the 1970s, television in the 1980s became an obj ect of discussion during dinner, like
the weather. Television in the 1980s was now invading the dinner table, a space formerly
reserved for families (Hopkins & Mullis, 1985). In the 1970s, researchers (Goldberg&
Gorn, 1978; Burr & Burr, 1977) argued that the family could change television viewing
for children. In the 1980s, researchers (Hopkins& Mullis, 1985; Abelman, 1986) claimed
that television was changing families.
Robert Abelman (1986) studied the discipline systems of families, and restrictions
families placed upon television viewing. Abelman questioned children about their
reactions in several situations, such as what they would do if someone called their mother
bad names?

He also questioned the children's mothers about their reactions to situations

in which their child did something bad or good. He discovered that parents exerted their
influence over their children's viewing of television through lists of rules and discipline
programs existing in the home. This discovery further confirmed the assumption that
parents had left their children to view television alone, with only a list of rules for
guidance. The lists of rules and regulations were only faint impressions of the actual
parent, when they did exist in the home. Furthermore, Abelman concluded that the
overall discipline plan used at home changed children's perceptions of programs on
television. The overall discipline plan also impacted which behaviors viewed on

Suwalski, 26
television were attractive and which were not. For example, in homes with strong
discipline plans, children viewed unsavory behaviors on television in a negative light.
However, in homes where the discipline plans were less stringent, children viewed fewer
behaviors from television in such a manner.

In the 1980s, the lists of rules, when they

existed, or more often the discipline plans, took the place of parents in the room as
children viewed television. This evidence supports the argument that parents had less of a
presence, in the 1980s while their children were watching television.
In the 1980s, researchers had three prominent arguments. First, researchers argued
that education was negatively impacted by television. Neil Postman (1985) supported
this argument with his fear that television would overcome traditional educational
methods. Many researchers (Gaddy, 1986; Anderson, Wilson & Fielding, 1988; Beentjes
& Van der Voort, 1988) also supported Postman's conclusions and agreed that children's
education in many forms was impacted by television viewing. Other researchers opposed
Postman's argument, and felt that television was a positive influence on children's
education (Morgan, 1980; Singer& Singer, 1986). Second, researchers argued that
children became the focus of research centered on marketing. No longer were the
researchers first looking at particular products but, instead they were primarily focused
on the children viewing the commercials. Third, researchers argued that parental
influence played a smaller role on children's television habits. Instead of studying
parents or family as members of the television viewing environment, now researchers
examined their disappearance.
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The 1990s
In the 1990s, researchers made three prominent arguments about children and
television viewing. First, researchers argued that television commercials negatively
affected children's health. Children were considered to be vulnerable to the messages
presented during televised advertisements.

Furthermore, researchers continued to argue

that television commercials were selling products to an audience of children unaware of
what was sold to them. Second, researchers argued that violent television programs
enhanced the marketing efforts toward children. At the same time, researchers noted how
children were being left in the television viewing environment, the room with the
television, all alone. Third, researchers expounded the argument made in the 1980s that
some educational programming was beneficial, and countered that "educational"
television programs did not provide positive learning environments for children.
Researchers in the 1990s revisited the theme of televised marketing's effect on
children. In the 1990s, however, researchers began to examine the effects that
commercials had on children's health. In addition to examining televised advertisements,
researchers also examined the effects of the inactivity of children, while watching
television.
Howard Taras and Miriam Gage (1995) studied the amount of time children
spent watching television commercials advertising unhealthy foods. They found that
16% of the time children viewed television was spent watching commercials. 47.8% of
the time the commercials were related to food products. A further break down indicated
that in the cereal category, 84.6% of cereals were considered to have high sugar content,
while 100% of the candy advertised was high in sugar.

Furthermore, this research
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highlighted the fact that in addition to the marketing and communication fields, the health
field was now getting more deeply involved in research. The study of nutritional
advertisements, versus those advertisements for other food items, indicated that
nutritionists should follow milk's example of an exciting presentation of healthy food
products. Taras and Gage claimed that nutritional foods would be in a better position to
compete with the unhealthy products if they ran advertisements of their own. No longer
were researchers arguing that television advertisements influenced children, but instead
they argued to use that influence to their own benefit and advertise healthy alternatives to
the children as well (Byrd-Bredbenner & Grasso, 2000; Taras & Gage, 1995). This is
important because researchers feared that television encouraged inactivity and unhealthy
lifestyles in children. This research claimed that children were influenced by television
and thus television was the solution to the problem of advertising of unhealthy foods.
Norma Pecora (1995) focused on the fact that children were an audience in their
own right, in need of protection and help in understanding advertising.

It was

researchers' hope that children who received this help would be able to create their own
defenses to the messages targeted toward them in the media. It is intriguing to note that
the focus of Pecora's research was not on how to eliminate the advertising directed at
children, but instead how to deal with the advertising that a child was likely to see in a
program. She argued that informing the child was one way to deal with the problem
presented by televised advertising.
Researchers in the 1990s also argued that the body composition of younger
children was affected by excessive television viewing (DuRant et al., 1994). Robert
DuRant et al. (1994). found no direct correlation between body composition and
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television viewing. Their study also suggested that further research in the area was
needed before a more concrete conclusion could be drawn. It was apparent that many
diverse variables affected the study of this topic and it would take time before the exact
nature of this relationship was known. However, the mere consideration of the topic lent
support to the argument that television and children's health are related.
Ross Andersen et aI. (1998) examined the relationship between body fat and
television viewing. They argued that children who viewed the most television had
accumulated more body fat than those children who viewed less than two hours of
television a day. Andersen et aI. suggested that those in the healthcare profession, as well
as parents and teachers, should inform and encourage children to increase their activity
throughout the day. This study involved parents but in a different manner than in years
previous. In the 1990s parents were responsible for encouraging their children to be more
active, and to do other activities in place of watching television. This is in contrast to the
1970s, where researchers (Leifer, Gordon & Graves, 1974) suggested parents should
inform children of the good and bad points of watching television.

This argument also

contrasted the arguments made in the 1980s. In the 1980s, researchers argued that parents
left children alone with the television, after giving instructions about its use (Hopkins &
Mullis, 1985: Abelman, 1986).
Larry Tucker and Ronald Hager (1996) studied television commercials in relation
to children's health, specifically children's muscular fitness. Again this study was
concerned with providing a reasonable explanation as to children's unhealthy lifestyles.
Tucker and Hager did not find any statistically significant correlation between the two
categories.

They hypothesized that this result was due to the aerobic nature of the
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children's activity and lack of activities conducive to building muscle strength. Tucker
and Hager also hypothesized the age groups studied, 9 and 10 year olds, would not
participate in many muscular building activities until after puberty. The interesting
aspect of this research is that again children's health was of paramount importance, not
the content of the viewing.
In the 1990s, the research also focused on the television industry's compliance
with the many self-imposed regulations regarding the selling of products to children.
Dale Kunkel and Walter Gantz (1993) examined the self- imposed regulations of
television advertising to children. They confirmed what other researchers have argued,
that children are susceptible to advertisements they see on television.

The study observed

385 violations of the self-imposed guidelines regulating children's advertising, out of
10,329 commercials viewed. For example, a self- imposed regulation would include, if a
product contained a premium message, the advertisers should take care to assure that the
child's attention was focused on the product and a premium message should be the
secondary focus. Anytime this did not occur would be considered a violation of the
regulation.

Kunkel and Gantz commented that these results may have included multiple

showing of the very same commercial and possible violation. Furthermore, Kunkel and
Gantz stated that advertisements for products directly relating to children, like breakfast
cereals and toys, accumulated the lowest number of violations of all categories.
Breakfast cereals had a violation percentage of only 0.6% and toy commercials had only
slightly higher rate with 2.8% of advertisements containing violations. This information
was compared to commercials for telephone services, not frequently advertised to
children, in which approximately 68% included some type of violation. This research
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signified that although violations were occurring, they occurred in reduced numbers in
those commercial designed for children. Kunkel and Gantz focused on regulation as the
primary protection for children from harmful advertisements, instead of relying on the
parental presence to clear up any confusion about what a child had viewed on a television
program.

Parents were not thought of as the solution to educating children as Postman

(1985) argued in the 1980s. Instead children had to rely on the regulatory boards to be
protected from the advertisements they viewed on television. In the 1970s, researchers
were focused on the parents as a part of the television viewing environment (Goldberg &
Gorn, 1978; Burr & Burr, 1977; Leifer, Gordon & Graves, 1974). In the 1980s,
researchers focused on the rules and regulations put in place by parents to justify their
absence from the viewing environment (Hopkins & Mullis, 1985; Abelman, 1986). In the
1990s, as this study clarifies, parents were no longer in the same place as the child
viewer. This research further supports the conclusion that parental influence, or perhaps
more accurately the location of the parent when a child watches television, has changed
from the 1970s to the 1990s.
Ni Chang (2000) emphasized the influence of violence in television in her study,
as well as the different actions parents could take to aid their children in the interpretation
of violent programs. This study supported the arguments made by Dale Kunkel and
Walter Gantz (1993) about children having to fend for themselves in the televised
environment.

In Chang's study, communication was highlighted as the most important

link between parents and children in the media environment.

Earlier in the decade

Kunkel and Gantz (1993) commented on the regulations that helped children navigate the
advertising market. Chang (2000) also highlighted the 1980s argument that discipline
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and lists of rules were the most effective methods of regulating the viewing habits of
children (Abel man, 1986). Furthermore, Chang noted the importance of putting the child
in a larger role in a decision making process. The study argued that the parents should
communicate with their children, but also recommended that parents put children in a
larger role. This conclusion supported the previously mentioned research and the
assumption that children are becoming increasingly distant from parental supervision.
In the 1990s, researchers also argued that children were not provided with
positive learning environments during programs thought to be "educational".

Jane Healy

(1990) argued that Sesame Street was one such program. Healy commented that Sesame
Street allowed fast paced images and early introduction of letters to get in the way of
helping its primarily preschool aged audience. She further argued that Sesame Street
moved at a pace which was too quick for children to comprehend, where as one of the
alternative choices of viewing for children, Mister Rogers Neighborhood moved much
slower, and tended to be better understood by children. Overall, Healy argued that the
problem lied in the hands of program creators. She did not suggest that children should
stop viewing the problematic television shows altogether, but instead suggested that
society should change its offering of "educational" programming available to children.
This argument contrasted the argument made in the 1970s, in which Sesame Street and
Mister Rogers Neighborhood were seen as positive influences on children (Coates, Pusser
& Goodman, 1976). This research also contrasted the argument from the 1980s which
suggested that Sesame Street and Mister Rogers Neighborhood benefited children's
imaginations (Singer & Singer, 1986). Instead Healy's research supported the argument
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made by Neil Postman in the 1980s that television was affecting traditional childhood
education more than anyone person might have realized.
Eleanor Hilty (1997) also commented on the impact of "educational" programs
available to the public. She made the argument that parents were lured into believing that
programs like Sesame Street or more recently Barney and Friends were preferable to
other children's programs due to the supposed "educational" content offered (Hilty,
1997). She stated "We are guardians of our children's future, and the impact of these
programs on this future is a serious concern (p.82)." These were alarming convictions
that attempted to alert parents and guardians, to the implied messages buried within
television. Her argument also supported Neil Postman's (1985) argument from the 1980s
that television had no place in education, and should remain involved in entertainment,
where it belongs.
In the 1990s, researchers made three major arguments about television and its
influences on children. First, researchers argued that television affected children's health.
Researchers further argued that specifically television commercials for unhealthy
products affected a child's diet. Also researchers argued that body composition, body fat,
and muscular fitness of children were affected by television viewing. Second, researchers
argued that children were left alone in the television viewing environment: the room with
the television. Third, in contrast to the two previous decades, researchers argued that
children were not provided with positive learning environments on television.

The 1990s

represented a time of considerable change resulting in many independently minded
children and research studies that solely focused upon them and did not merely examine
the products that were advertised to them.
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Conclusions and Further Research
This review has discovered several prominent themes from the 1970s to the
1990s. Researchers have argued consistently that children are unaware of the effects of
television, as they do not understand what is said to them during a commercial. One
prominent theme that was present in all decades was the advertising of products during
children's television programs. In the 1970s, the focus was placed upon the actual selling
of products to children (Goldberg & Gom, 1978; Zuckerman, Zigler & Stevenson, 1978).
Although many times throughout the studies it was noted that sugary products were those
being advertised to children, the focus remained centered on the actual sale and
persuasion used to obtain the sale of a particular product. In the 1980s, the advertising
focus became less centered on the parental controls that need to exist, but instead began
to focus on the actual children on the receiving end ofthe marketing (Aitken et al, 1988;
Rossiter & Robertson, 1980). In the 1990s, research began to focus on the unhealthiness
of the food and products marketed to children. Children were at the forefront of this
research, but so was the content of the commercials they were watching on a daily basis.
At the same time, researchers have studied the role of parents and families and
the changes that have evolved in the television viewing environment: the room in which a
child viewed the television. In the 1970s, researchers argued that family was the solution
to the problem of television's influence (Goldberg, Gom & Gibson, 1978; Goldberg &
Gom, 1978; Burr & Burr, 1977). In the 1980s, researchers argued that rules and
discipline plans provided by parents were the solution to influential television (Hopkins
& Mullis, 1985; Abelman, 1986). In the 1990s, researchers argued that children were left
to themselves and that the self-imposed regulations were the new solution to the problem
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of influential television (Chang, 2000; Kunkel & Gantz, 1993). Slowly the parents have
left the room in which their children were viewing television, and children and television
had left the parents' protection and influences.
Another prominent theme from the 1970s to the 1990s was the impact television
had upon education. In the 1970s, researchers argued that television provided
educational opportunities for children with programs like Sesame Street and Mister
Rogers Neighborhood (Coates, Pusser & Goodman, 1976). In the 1980s, researchers
argued that television was negatively affecting a child's education. Neil Postman (1985)
made the argument that television was threatening traditional education. Postman also
argued that parents should get involved with children's education. Much research
supported Postman's argument including television's effect on reading capabilities,
imagination, cognitive ability, and children's classroom behavior (Beentjes & Van der
Voort, 1988; Anderson, Wilson & Fielding, 1988; Abelman, 1986; Singer & Singer,
1986; Zuckerman, Singer & Singer, 1980). Other researchers' conclusions did not
support Postman's conclusions, but instead found that television benefited children's
education (Morgan, 1980). In the 1990s, researchers' arguments continued to support
Neil Postman's (1985) conclusions. Researchers found that the same programs thought to
be "educational" in the 1970s were not all they implied (Healy, 1990; Hilty, 1997).
Each of these prominent themes echoed throughout the paper and defined society
as researchers saw it from 1970 to 2000. Children viewed television in the 1970s in an
environment that included parents and often other family members. The messages that
commercials provided were easily deflected by parent viewers and children did not need
to be the focus of research studies. In the 1980s, the environment in which children were
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watching television was much different. As the researchers began to focus their attentions
upon the children themselves, the parents and other family members began to disappear.
By the 1990s, children were the primary focus of the research studies. Society was
moving at a much quicker pace, the parents that once watched television with their
children were at work. A generation of children was left at home with the television set
and no one to regulate their use of it. Times have changed, and the children watching the
television have changed as well.
There are many opportunities to expand upon the themes I have discovered from
1970 to 2000. A future study of the continuing research on children and television would
provide critical evidence about society and television's role within it. In the twenty first
century there are many new technologies, like the V-chip, that would prove interesting to
examine from a researchers' perspective.

Viewing the television environment through

the eyes of researchers provides many insights into society and how it has changed.
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